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This article reports on theoretical practices of error analysis, their limitations and overcoming 
approaches to them. The information in this article addresses the following questions:
1．What is the role of error analysis in EFL/ESL education?
2．What are methods and approaches to error analysis?
3．What are limitations and overcoming approaches of error analysis studies?
2 ．The Role of Error Analysis in EFL/ESL Education
Error analysis was introduced as an alternative approach after contrastive analysis studies 
had been criticized for their limitations. Contrastive analysis, or CA, with its heydays in the 
1950s and 1960s, is an analysis method of structural similarities and differences between two 
languages or more （Johnson & Johnson, 1998）. According to CA, similarities and differences 
between L1 and L2 allow us to predict and avoid errors. In this sense, CA can predict only 
transfer errors. Moreover, it is found that all transfer errors that CA predicts do not really 
occur in learners’ language use and learners also commit errors which have not been predicted 
by CA （Hammarberg, 1972）. This issue is explained by another alternative approach that 
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Abstract
Analyzing learners’ language plays a major role in second and foreign language education. 
Since human language itself is a complicated interactive processing system, analyzing 
learners’ language is quite daunting. Several challenges and limitations hinder error analysts 
from reaching the ultimate goal of their contribution to the English language learning. 
This study gives an overview of error analysis and its major methodological applications. 
And common pitfalls encountered in its methods and approaches are mentioned along 
with suggested solutions. This review article aims to provide important methodological 
considerations of error analysis so that future error analysis studies get improved in their 
validity and reliability aspects.
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emerged in the 1960s, which is error analysis.
“Error analysis consists of a set of procedures for identifying, describing and explaining 
learner errors” （Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005）. James （1998） defined error analysis as “the study 
of linguistic ignorance, the investigation of what people do not know and how they attempt 
to cope with their ignorance” （p. 62）. “Errors are unavoidable in the language acquisition 
process. They are not the result of laziness or sloppy thinking, but of the learners’ use of 
principles to produce a new language” （Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982, p. 150）. Richards （1971） 
stated that language learners’ errors are not mere careless slips of tongue or pen that occur 
by chance. He believed that there is always systematic deviation in learners’ errors and that 
systematic deviation is worth learning. Dulay and Burt （1974） observed that learners’ errors 
show language learning strategies and hypothesis formation in their language learning process. 
According to Corder （1981）, learners’ errors are beneficial in three ways. Learners’ errors can 
（1） notify language instructors how much of the syllabus has been accomplished well in their 
learners’ learning process （Pedagogic Purpose）, （2） give information about the manners and 
techniques of language learning （Research Purpose）, and （3） allow learners to be conscious of 
their errors in their learning （Learning Purpose）. Similarly, Ellis （1997） provided three reasons 
why error analysis is worth doing. First, errors are noticeable features of learners’ language 
that explain why learners commit them. Second, they are useful clues for teachers to keep 
track of their occurrence in learners’ utterances.  Third, they are sources for self-awareness or 
self-correction by the learners.  
There have been ample research studies in error analysis from the early days of error 
analysis in the 1960s （Corder, 1974; Richards, 1975） until today with improved technological 
innovations such as automated writing evaluation software （Lu, 2010） and genre-based 
error identification software （Blake, 2020）. Zhang and Cheung （2018） made a survey on the 
innovations in English language writing education in China in 2005 and 2015. In their analysis, 
as one of the major findings, they claimed that corpus-based approaches are much more useful 
in analysing learners’ writing. Chan （2010） examined lexico-grammatical errors from free 
writing of 387 Cantonese EFL learners in Hong Kong and reported interlanguage grammar of 
learners and the nature and sources of errors. 
Jain （1984） claimed that the main purposes of error analysis are to explore weak and 
problematic areas of foreign or second language learning, to find possible causes of errors, 
to initiate the stage of diagnosis assessment, and to give corrective feedback or remedial 
treatment. In this sense, error analysis study is helpful to pedagogic implication by shedding 
the light on specific language areas to focus on teaching and syllabus writing. For example, 
in Parroot’s Grammar for English Language Teachers （2000）, learners’ errors serve as 
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authentic teaching material for the error correction task in grammar exercises. In 2016, Zafar 
pointed out a remarkable improvement in EFL learners’ verb tense uses after receiving the 
feedback which was conducted based on the learners’ errors. Mainly for the purpose to support 
pedagogical improvements, error analysis is conducted to have a deeper understanding of 
learners’ interlanguage and the strategies they cope up with in particular developmental stages 
in their language learning process.  
３ ．Methods and Approaches to Error Analysis
This section discusses methods and approaches used in studies of learners’ errors.  James 
（1998） stated that we can study either learners’ receptive skills or productive skills in error 
analysis. In both productive and receptive skills, James explained that there are five levels of 
language where errors can be observed: phonology, graphology, grammar, lexis, and text or 
discourse.  There are a number of steps included in error analysis study. Corder’s （1974） steps 
of analysis are a widely applied method in the study of error analysis. The steps that Corder 
addressed can be organized into five steps: collecting data, identifying errors, classifying errors, 
explaining errors, and evaluating errors. 
３.1．Methods of Data Collection for Error Analysis
The very first step for error analysis is the data collection step. There are several important 
methodological considerations in this step. The type of the task, method of data elicitation, 
and learners’ demographic factors have a great influence on learners’ language output （Ellis 
& Yuan, 2004）. James （1998） delineated three important factors of data collection. They are 
the scope of language area, the manner of observation, and the time investment. First, for the 
scope of language area to examine, we can collect all types of errors indiscriminately to check 
learners’ language use and deficiencies. James called such an approach a broad trawl. The 
outcome of the broad trawl data type will purely be descriptive. It can also be an initial step 
out of which researchers can later generate hypotheses for future studies. The second type 
of data collection is called targeted elicitation or analytical elicitation. In this type, researchers 
have decided in their mind which particular linguistic items to examine, and at the same time, 
they tend to ignore other linguistic errors that are not included in their objectives of the study.
Second, for the manner of data collection, researchers can collect data either in an 
observational manner or in an experimental manner. An observational method is mostly 
found in classroom activities and in the contexts where learners produce language in a more 
natural and freer way. Experimental manner of study is asking learners to produce language 
deliberately in a task or a test. 
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Third, for the investment of time, the study can be a longitudinal or a cross-sectional one. 
Usually, longitudinal studies aim to look at the developmental stages of the learners, while 
cross-sectional studies allow researchers to look at the data at a time.
３.2．Identifying Errors
This is the step of spotting erroneous language use and comparing it to possible correct 
usages. This stage has the process of error description as well. In identifying and description 
of errors, interpretation is an important task. For error analysts, interpreting learners’ 
language is challenging, especially when they are not doing a longitudinal study and when 
there is no chance to ask the leaners to identify the intended message （Corder, 1981）. So, 
error interpretation and description are solely dependent on error analysts. The reliability and 
validity of error defining method is very important here. 
According to James （1998）, error description can be summarized into two main types. 
They are linguistic categorization and surface structure categorization. In linguistic category 
classification, errors are identified under the classification of grammatical terms such as 
morphological and syntactic types of errors along with their detailed subcategories underneath 
（Politzer & Ramirez, 1973）. Surface structure taxonomy was introduced by Dulay, Burt and 
Krashen, （1982）. It is the way to describe errors on the surface formation of the usages by 
looking at the way they are committed. If learners omit the required linguistic item, that error 
is named omission. If learners add an extra usage which is not necessary, that error is named 
as an addition error. For the incorrect choice of usage, it is called misselection. For misplacing 
the items in a structure, it is called misordering error. They are therefore called omission, 
addition, misselection and misordering.
３.３．Classifying Errors
In this step, researchers need to develop the sub-categories of linguistic errors. There are 
studies where researchers see only one or some particular error categories within a targeted 
elicitation task. We can see them in such analyses as finding article usage problems in the 
written texts of 50 Arabic speaking EFL learners by Al-Quadi （2017）, in finding writing errors 
of Saudi EFL preparatory-year students by Allaison （2017）, and in looking for the particle 
errors in Korean learners’ corpora （Lee et al., 2009）. Zafar （2016） collected writing errors and 
errors from the diagnostic tests of grammar, focusing on two tenses use, simple present and 
simple past tenses, out of the errors committed. 
Finding errors targeting particular linguistic items is less problematic as opposed to having 
a larger scope of study in which a number of linguistic categories are targeted. Many of the 
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error classifications are found to be arbitrary.  In the study of Latupeirissa and Sayd （2019）, 
grammatical errors and their causes were collected and classified in quantifiable numerical 
data. The authors classified the learners’ errors into seven categories such as verb groups, 
subject-verb agreement, articles, prepositions, pluralization, pronouns, and conjunctions. The 
authors acknowledged that they classified the errors based on traditional grammatical concept. 
In the study of Fitria （2019）, the five parts of speech, noun, verb, determiner, pronoun, and 
preposition, were selected for grammatical errors analysis. Karim et al. （2018） examined 
grammatical errors of Bangladeshi EFL learners’ writing, choosing six types of grammatical 
errors. Mehmood et al. （2017） had thirteen items of grammatical errors in which spelling was 
included as one of the grammatical items. Seitova （2016） searched for the common writing 
errors of 32 Russian speaking EFL learners from the 6th grade by using two error elicitation 
tasks, a composition task, and a translation task. Amara （2015） examined the most common 
errors that Algerian students committed in their written and oral expressions. Out of 36 
students’ writing, ten types of errors were presented. In the analysis of writing errors in Thai 
English major students （Phuket & Othman, 2015）, errors were presented under three main 
classifications such as grammar, lexis, and mechanics. From these previous studies, it can be 
noticed that there are overlapping ideas as well as different ideas in classification of errors. 
３.４．Explaining Errors 
Explaining errors means looking for the reasons and explaining why they occur （Ellis, 1997）. 
James （1998） and Richards （1984） gave elaborate discussion on possible causes of learners’ 
errors. Richards named causes of errors under the framework of interlingual and intralingual 
errors. The interference from the learners’ first language is interlingual cause of errors. Corder 
（1971） named it “transference” because such errors occur while leaners transfer rules from 
one language to another. If learners’ L1 and L2 are similar in structure and if learners transfer 
rules from the former to the latter, it is called positive transfer. If the transfer causes errors 
because of differences between the two languages, it is called negative transfer. 
For intralingual errors, Richards （1984） defined four sub-categories. These categories are 
incomplete application of rules, overgeneralizations, ignorance of rule restrictions, and false 
concepts hypothesis. Incomplete application of rules represents the development of the rule 
application. In Richards’s example of learners’ interrogative sentence “What was *called the 
last film you saw?”, it is noticeable that learners attempt to use the question form, but have not 
achieved the completely grammatical interrogative sentence due to their incomplete application 
of rules. Overgeneralization occurs when learners use previously available strategies in new 
situations. Learners can create ungrammatical expressions on the basis of their experiences 
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of other structures, for example, omitting –s for third person singular verbs and addition of –
s to the third person singular verbs that follow modal auxiliary verbs such as can and will.  
Ignorance of rule restrictions is also closely related to overgeneralization. It occurs when 
learners fail to apply grammatical rules. In Richards’s example of learners’ incorrect sentence 
“I made him *to do it ”, learners do not recognize that the verb make is an infinitive verb 
that does not require to . As a result, they assume that verb functions like other verbs and 
overgeneralize the usage. False concepts hypothesis is derived from the faulty comprehension 
of rules in the target language. For example, learners misunderstand the past tense copula was 
as a marker for past events. With this misunderstanding, learners tend to add was to every 
past event such as “I *was arrived there”. The confusion between the usages of so and so that 
is also an example of learners’ false concepts hypothesis. In Richards’s explanation of these four 
strategies, apart from incomplete application of rules, other three types, overgeneralizations, 
ignorance of rules restrictions and false concepts hypothesis are very similar in nature. 
Instead of classifying similar errors into ambiguous terms, they can be combined as one single 
category. Therefore, ignorance of rule restrictions and false concepts hypothesis can be put 
under the umbrella term called overgeneralization. Jian （1984） also highlighted the role of 
overgeneralization habit as the main cause of several errors, saying “the reduction of the target 
language to a simpler system seems to be the best effected through generalizations” （p. 191）. 
To sum up, all these strategies that learners use belong to intralingual errors.
In addition to interlingual and intralingual causes of errors, in 1998, James added one more 
strategy, communication strategy-based errors. Communication strategy-based errors can be 
either interlingual or intralingual. In this method, learners apply two types of strategies, holistic 
strategies and analytic strategies. When learners cannot use the exact language form, they 
think of another near-equivalent across L2 items, for example, saying fun movie for comedy, 
lunch shop for restaurant,  etc. This type of strategy is a target language-based strategy; 
therefore, it belongs to intralingual error category again. 
Under the category of a holistic strategy, if learners directly switch the language to L1 or 
do a literal translation, it is an L1 based holistic strategy. For example, Burmese L2 learners 
sometimes write “The sun *entered” instead of writing “The sun set”. In Burmese language, 
the verb used to say for the sun setting and the verb used to say the action of going inside are 
the same. In another strategy, analytic strategy, learners try to express the intended meaning 
indirectly. It is also called circumlocution . One example of the analytic strategy can be found in 
a Burmese L2 learner’s expression “some effects of traffic machine”. By that phrase, the learner 
wants to say car sickness , but he does not know that. So, the learner attempts to describe it in 
an indirect way. 
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It is not always clear to distinguish between interlingual and intralingual causes （Heydari & 
Bagheri, 2012）. It is difficult to decide between either of the two causes as a particular source 
for a specific error because of their ambiguous nature, for example, in the care of learners’ first 
language and target language having common background features. In the situations where 
errors have linguistic characteristics of both L1 and L2, they are assumed as bi-source errors. 
In finding out the causes of errors, when we are not sure of claiming one as the particular 
source, it is better to do further investigations without drawing a quick conclusion.
３.５．Evaluating Errors
The task of error evaluation is judging the seriousness of learners’ errors. This step can be 
considered as a preparatory stage before the feedback section. The seriousness or the weight 
of errors give teachers ideas on which language areas to focus on for feedback and remedial 
section. Burt and Kiparsky （1972） discussed communicative error and non-communicative 
error. When errors cause the breakdown of the communication and make it difficult to 
interpret the meaning of the whole utterance, they are called communicative errors. On the 
other hand, when errors do not interfere with the interpretation of the utterances, they are 
called non-communicative errors. A similar concept is introduced as global errors and local 
errors by Ellis （1997）. If errors are serious up to the point that they hinder the communication, 
they are called global errors. When only parts of an utterance are erroneous and they do not 
block the communication stream, they are called local errors. Gass et al. （2020） also stressed 
that the ultimate goal of doing error analysis is for pedagogical remediation. Learners’ errors 
are resourceful materials for pedagogical implications. Depending on the seriousness of the 
errors, which errors should be given feedback immediately are considered.
４ ．Limitations of Error Analysis and Overcoming Approaches 
A lot of limitations exist in any error analysis study. Common problems encountered in 
analysing learners’ errors and suggestions to overcome them are discussed in the followings. 
４.1．Identification of Errors vs. Mistakes 
Learners’ language errors are not the same as random mistakes. Mistakes can occur out of 
carelessness, and learners can immediately correct them by themselves after noticing them. 
On the other hand, learners’ errors reflect incomplete linguistic knowledge （Corder, 1973）. 
Although we have the assumption that errors should receive attention while mistakes should 
not, some still consider that both deserve care and attention for their non-native characteristics. 
Therefore, Strevens （1969） called those related concepts in various terms such as mistakes, 
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errors, deviations, distortions, and points of difficulty. But, he gave a single operational definition 
to all these terms, saying that the analysis of these terms are “the systematic analysis and 
description of those characteristics of the speech and writing of a learner of a foreign language 
which is unacceptable to native speakers of the language” （p. 1）. Ellis and Barkhuizen （2005） 
stated that any deviant forms, either mistakes or errors, deserve equal attention because they 
can continue occurring in learners’ language as long as learners have not achieved a certain 
extent of accuracy. It is also believed that errors are the result of the lack of competence and 
“competence is homogeneous rather than a variable” （Ellis, 1994, p. 51）. 
４.2．Choosing Appropriate Methods 
There are a number of issues to consider in methods and manners of analysis so as to have a 
reliable and valid research. 
First is the importance of pilot testing before the real data collection stage. Error analysis 
is a laborious work with a lot of data to tackle. Therefore, a lot of studies come up without 
the descriptions of pilot studies. As Gass and Mackey （2007） highlighted, pilot testing before 
starting a real data collection helps researchers fix methodological problems that they other 
wise might have encounter in their real study. 
Second, researchers need to understand the nature of elicitation tasks and surrounding 
factors of the research setting. Different types of elicitation tasks lead to different language 
production and different accurateness and correctness as well. Various elicitation tasks cause 
systematic interlanguage variability in many previous studies of learners’ language. The wise 
choice of appropriate elicitation tasks is essential in error analysis to validate the construct. 
Ellis and Barkhuizen （2005） assumed several factors that can influence a learner’s errors. It is 
essential to set a clear scope of study under which a particular type of sample is gathered. As 
a result, findings from the analysis can be a representative report of a specific type of language 
data. Among possible infinite variations of learners’ error influencing factors, they highlighted 
two aspects, the language factor and the learner factor. In the language factor, we should 
consider the type of language channel （either writing or speaking）, genre （either a composition 
or a summary writing or decontextualized separate sentences）, and content of the data （the 
subject matter that the learners describe）. Factors relating to learners are their language 
proficiency level, their mother tongue, and their target language learning situation. 
Third is about the appropriate data presenting ways for error analysis. In many previous 
studies, researchers use either surface structure taxonomy such as omission, addition, 
misordering, and misselection, or linguistic descriptions such as nouns, verbs, prepositions, 
etc. In surface structure description, they fail to express which level of language is omitted 
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or added, and so on. In fact, errors occur in different levels such as morpheme levels, word 
levels, clause and phrase levels and so forth. For example, when we look at a noun error, the 
erroneous part can be in the inflexion of the noun （morpheme level）, in the spelling of the 
word or in the formation of the compound words （word level）, and in the structure of the 
noun phrase （phrase level）. If we compare the helpfulness of the two types, the linguistic 
description is more informative and practical. For example, in the utterance, “Yesterday Daisy 
*water the roses in the garden”, the error ‘water ’ will be titled as “Past Simple Tense Error” 
according to linguistic description method. Surface structure description for errors cannot 
directly point out such grammatical description. It will only describe “misselection of tenses”. 
Such a description can only raise the awareness of how learners have misinformed, misordered 
or omitted the elements of the target language. In favour of the classroom application, error 
analysis emphasizes pedagogic grammar. Ellis and Barkhuizen （2005） recommended that 
linguistic description of errors is helpful for the classroom application because they can direct 
both teachers and learners to the erroneous areas of the target language.
Another crucial factor in the methodological consideration of error analysis is the appropriate 
choice of data elicitation techniques. Gass and Mackey’s （2007） work on the introduction of 
several data elicitation techniques is a recommended resource to learn about the effective use 
of data collection methods. They gave several examples of common pitfalls in data collection 
techniques. One of the noteworthy examples is about a data collection method for complex 
sentence acquisition.  In that example study, the researcher aimed to examine learners’ 
acquisition of complex sentences. Two groups of learners with different L1 backgrounds were 
given an elicited imitation task （a task where learners are asked to repeat elicited target 
language utterances）. Before the two groups of learners were given the elicited imitation 
task, their proficiency levels were tested through a grammar and vocabulary test. In the real 
data collection time when the elicitation task was given, learners had to repeat what they 
heard, meaning their performance score in the task was dependent of their listening abilities. 
The weakness in this method is that learners’ listening abilities were not considered in the 
proficiency test even though learners needed to do listening in the given elicitation task. This is 
one of the examples of inappropriate data collection techniques.
４.３．Tracing the Causes of Errors
There are two competing parallel assumptions in identifying the main sources of errors 
between interlingual and intralingual causes. Heydari and Bagheri （2012） showed a list of 
studies conducted on interlingual causes and intralingual causes. Each view comes up with 
its empirical studies in a particular context. Learners’ interlanguage has the characteristics of 
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both the first language and the target language. All the studies acknowledged interlingual and 
intralingual errors in their results, but the major causes of error are not consistent across the 
studies. 
There are studies that claim that the linguistic differences between the target language and 
L1 are the main cause for the occurrences or errors and acquisition difficulty （Chen, 2006; 
Chen, 2000; Fang,1999, as cited in Heydari and Bagheri, 2012）. In Fang （1999）, tense errors 
were found as the main errors and their cause is due to the lack of verb inflection in learners’ 
L1, the Mandarin language. Similarly, Zheng and Park （2013） made an error analysis by 
comparing between the essay writings of Chinese and Korean university students. Their study 
revealed learners’ first languages as the main source of errors. They also hypothesized that 
Chinese students made more run-on sentences than Korean students because of the diverging 
nature of the Chinese language from English than the Korean language from the English 
language. We can see that these studies all focused on the comparison between language 
systems. On the other hand, studies like French （1949） and Richards （1984）, showed empirical 
evidences in which major errors are not because of cross association from learners’ L1, but 
they are from the target language overgeneralization or learners’ new hypothesis of target 
language knowledge. French said “if errors are due, as unmistakably as the best authorities 
would have us believe, to cross-association, then the Japanese form of error should be one thing 
and the Bantu form quite another” （1949, p. 6）. French did not support the view that L1 is 
the main cause of errors. In his studies, he collected English language usages of learners from 
different regions such as Japan, China, Myanmar, India, West Africa, Tanganyika, Hawaii, the 
Philippines, and Malta.  Errors of these learners across different regions and different language 
backgrounds shared more common errors than their L1 interference errors. In Tarone’s （2014） 
discussion on the historical background of the study of learners’ language, she stated that 
much of leaners’ errors cannot be explained in reference to learners’ mother tongue. In fact, 
there is native language, target language and interlanguage. Also in Myles’s （2010） review on 
development of SLA theories across the timeline from 1940s to beyond 2000, the review pointed 
out that the focus and beliefs of SLA acquisition studies have shifted from habit formation and 
the impact of learners’ L1 interference to learners’ interlanguage development in later years.
In 1971, Richards discussed four possible reasons that trigger learners’ errors. The first 
reason is mother tongue interference. The second reason is learners’ strategies of learning. In 
learners’ language production, they have their hypotheses for target language constructions. 
The third reason is learners’ attempt to simplify the language, and the fourth reason is learners’ 
idiosyncratic language which they try to produce to meet communicative demand. According 
to Richards, mother tongue interference is just one of the four causes that contribute to the 
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emergence of errors. In Sermsook et al. （2017）, 104 pieces of Thai students’ writing were 
studied. There were four sources of errors such as L1 interference, intralingual inference, 
learners’ limited knowledge of English, and errors due to their carelessness. Limited knowledge 
of learners’ English is found as the major cause of errors. In Richard’s （1975） list of intralingual 
errors, learners’ incomplete application of rules restrictions is one of the characteristics of L2 
influencing errors. According to that view, in those Thai students’ errors in Sermsook’s study, 
intralingual cause of errors can be assumed as the major cause. 
As mentioned here, the claims for the major cause of errors vary from study to study. 
What researchers did was they gathered evidence to reflect a limited group of learners on a 
specific language task in a specific context. This is because of the varying nature of learners’ 
level, linguistic context, elicitation tasks, etc. It will cost a tremendous effort and it will be an 
extremely difficult task to adjust these varying factors to a homogenous level. Even after doing 
that, it will still be risky for one to claim a particular cause of errors for overall EFL learners 
around the world.
Finding the causes of errors is not straightforward. The lack of a particular linguistic 
structure in learners’ L1 does not fully contribute to the emergence of errors. There are several 
factors we should not neglect. One crucial factor we should consider is the role of L2 input. 
Although learners’ L1 and L2 are different, second language learners must have acquired L2 to 
some extent. This assumption can be proven in learners’ article errors. Learners’ misselection 
of articles between definite and indefinite articles is simply because of their incomplete 
knowledge of article conventions rather than negative transfer. 
Another factor we must not neglect is learners’ strategies that they apply in their acquisition 
and communication process. This is why their errors turn out to be common whatever their 
L1 background is. Moreover, there is an empirical finding that a lot of morphological and 
syntactic simplification errors are found not only in SLA learners but also in children’s L1 
acquisition （Ervin-Tripp, 1970）. Lastly, we must not ignore the nature of elicitation tasks. It is 
not uncommon to find L1 interference as the main source of errors if the elicitation task is a 
translation task from L1 to L2.
４.４．Avoidance Factor
What error analysis cannot measure is not only the correct language use, it fails to detect 
the real weak language areas of learners when they avoid using a particular language use, 
which James （1998） called “avoidance or silence” （p. 63）. Using a variety of elicitation tasks is 
also a good option to observe the learners’ linguistic knowledge. One frequently used elicitation 
method for interlanguage analysis is a free writing task where sentence structures and content 
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of the writing are not strictly controlled （Chan, 2004）. It is important for researchers to 
achieve reliable and objective data for textual analysis. As put by Gass and Mackey （2007）, 
“［w］hen results from different elicitation measures converge, one can have a greater sense 
of confidence in the inferences that are made” （p. 72）. Among their recommended elicitation 
methods, such tasks as elicited imitation, picture description and storytelling are particularly 
useful for investigating learners’ grammatical knowledge. Chan （2004） also suggested a variety 
of data elicitation tasks such as freewriting, picture description, translation, and grammatical 
judgement tasks. But this cannot be proven as long as the learners avoid using it. This is 
the reason that many studies use a targeted elicitation method where the use of a particular 
linguistic item is obligatory （see obligatory occasion analysis by Ellis & Burkhuizen, 2005; fill-
in-the-article test by Butler, 2002）. Ellis （1988） assumed on the variation of interlanguage that 
depending on different linguistic contexts, learners’ frequency of the language use varies both 
horizontally and vertically. 
More controlled linguistic contexts and targeted elicitation tasks enhance the frequency 
of the language use that researchers want to examine. However, this is not always a 
straightforward way to elicit the language use if the researcher wants to know overall 
grammatical error rates in learners’ texts like essay writings. And language produced in a 
controlled situation is far less authentic than free writing tasks. Therefore, it is suggested for 
further studies to consider carefully before the researcher manipulates the research questions 
and task design, and the kind of data likely to be yielded from the task. Pilot testing will always 
help with this issue. If the analyst is looking for a particular language pattern, an obligatory 
analysis task, or a targeted elicitation task will be good options. 
５ ．Conclusion
The study of learners’ language in terms of error analysis is like connecting three points 
to form a line from past to present and from present to future. If we imagine learners’ 
deviant language structures we detect as a present event, then tracing back to the causes 
of these deviant language structures is connecting the present to the past. After identifying 
the influencing factors that trigger a learners’ idiosyncratic language use, researchers can 
add the knowledge to the future pedagogical implication, which is connecting the present to 
future. In going through these steps of error analysis to reach one’s goal, an error analyst 
can encounter challenges to overcome.  This article gives an overview of the historical 
background and theoretical assumptions of learners’ language analysis for the researchers 
to have a better understanding about it. Furthermore, by raising awareness to the problems 
that exist in methods of study and by proposing possible solutions, this article aims to improve 
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methodological implications of future learners’ error studies. 
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